ii4                      PRINCE BULOW
Here therefore Prince Billow was more accessible and con-
sequently much more occupied.   In Nordcrney he was on
the fringe of Germany, here he was in the centre of Europe.
This time I enjoyed less of his company than I had by the
North Sea, if only because in Nordcrney 1 was always invited
to dinner and used to spend the evenings with him, whereas
in Baden-Baden I used to lunch with him, and the party
broke up more quickly.  I found him much more preoccupied
and less buoyant than a year earlier.  Polit ics were responsible
for this.   Ihe German sky was heavy with lowering clouds
of anxiety and the Chancellor only relaxed in the evenings in
an intimate circle over bridge, a game of which I have never
known anything.  Once when I was invited to join the party,
I did not scruple to express my aversion to card games on the
grounds that human life is too short to admit of wasting hours
in this way, hours running in the course of a lifetime into days,
weeks, months, years.   It seemed to me that this game of
bridge, which among the middle classes of Vienna had become
a sort of epidemic, deprived even cultured people of the
desire to read and talk, both of which arts were completely
dying out even in the best houses.   In Billow's house my
statement could not be taken amiss by anyone, for the Prince
and Princess were extremely widely read and both were gifted
and stimulating talkers.   But, apart from the intrusion of
bridge, conversation was further handicapped by the fact
that in the dining-room at Baden-Baden, though we were
divided by a screen of palms from the rest of the room, we
could talk less freely than at ILichter's restaurant in Nor-
derney, where a private room was always reserved for the
Chancellor.   My attention was drawn to this one evening
when I accepted an invitation from Mrs. Frida Mond, mother
of the first Lord Melchett, whose acquaintance I had made
at Malwida von Meysenbug's house in Rome, and who also
belonged to the Billow circle.   A small group of us sat neat
the screen which divided the Billows from the other guests
in the hotel, and were unwilling eavesdroppers of the
animated conversation that was going on at the Chancellor's
table close by.   I pointed out to Mrs. Mond that there was
nothing to stop any enterprising reporter from booking
this table, where he could overhear the conversation on
the other side of the screen.    One had heard of pushful